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Abstract 
Despite the wealth of publications on the participation of children and young people in research, 
the connections between participatory research methods (PRM) and literacy studies remain 
unclear. This paper aims to understand why it is particularly pertinent to use PRM in literacy 
studies (particularly New Literacy Studies). In order to capture the complexity and plurality of 
these methods, we discuss two studies: one conducted with children (ages 7-10) in Santiago, Chile 
and the other with young people (ages 16-30) in Québec, Canada. We argue that by using PRM, 
researchers can support participants in the appropriation of an alternative and potentially 
empowering view of literacy. 
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Introduction 
While there is an ever-growing body of literature on the participation of children and young 
people in research, as well as the various interpretations of the concept of participation itself (for 
LQVWDQFH+DUW¶VODGGHURISDUWLFLSDWLRQDQGVXEVHTXHQWDGDSWDWLRQV7LVGDOOHWDOOLWWOH
attention has been paid to the connections between participatory research methods (PRM) and 
literacy studies. We, as researchers, had recurring discussions about what it meant to use 
participatory research methods in literacy studies. Despite the wealth of publications on 
participation in research, the connections between the two fields remain unclear. Beyond the 
United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989), we felt that there were other reasons 
why participation in research was particularly suited for literacy studies with children and young 
people. Our paper links current concerns associated with the participation of children and young 
people in research with core themes of literacy studies, specifically the New Literacy Studies 
(NLS).  
Throughout this article, we use the term participatory research methods (PRM) to describe 
the extensive range of activities that are aimed at involving participants in research. Drawing on 
our own experiences RIXVLQJ350WRORRNDWFKLOGUHQ¶VDQG\RXQJSHRSOH¶VOLWHUDF\SUDFWLFHVthis 
paper also aims to understand why it is particularly beneficial to use such methods in literacy 
studies. In order to capture the complexity and plurality of these methods, we analyse two studies, 
one conducted with children in Santiago (Chile) and the other with young people in Québec 
(Canada). 
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Based on our review of the literature in both fields (NLS and PRM), we have identified 
three key themes, all closely interlinked, that serve to inform our understanding of participation in 
literacy studies: 
 
1. Domains of life and boundaries 
2. Giving a voice to children and young people 
3. Challenging dominant narratives 
 
These three themes are introduced in tandem with the explanation of the data, as we feel 
that this format best facilitates our theoretical and epistemological discussion of PMR as it is 
directly informed by our empirical data. Before discussing the themes, we offer a brief overview 
of the PRM literature and present a NLS perspective on PRM. We conclude by offering some 
thoughts about the links between NLS and PRM. 
 
Participatory Research Methods with Children and Young People 
There is an abundance of literature on participatory research with young people and 
children (Clark, 2005; Clark & Moss, 2011; Winter, 2006). Some of this work is rooted in the field 
of childhood sociology (Sommer, Pramling, & Hundeide, 2010) while substantial literature is 
located in the broad field of educational studies. Most studies draw on the United Nations 
Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989) in order to explain their uses of PRM (Finlay, 
Sheridan, & Soltysek, 2013; Fleming, 2010; Holland et al., 2010; Petrie et al., 2006). The 
convention prompts researchers to reflect on ways to respect and involve young people in research, 
and to consider them as contributing subjects rather than merely objects of observation.  
Participatory research can be rooted within minority and social rights, community 
empowerment, and democratic research (Hodge & Jones, 2000; Blumenthal, 2011). 
Epistemologically speaking, within PRM researchers conceptualise children and young people as 
VRFLDO DJHQWV 0DVRQ	 +RRG +RZHYHU FKLOGUHQ¶V DJHQF\ should not be compared to 
DGXOWV¶DJHQF\-DPHVand 3URXVWDUJXHWKDWFKLOGUHQµDUHQRWDFWLYHLQWKHZD\VLQZKLFK
DGXOWV DUH DFWLYH¶ S $OVR DV +RUJDQ  VWUHVVHV FKLOGKRRG LV QRW D KRPRJHQRXV
phenomenon and can be experienced in a plurality of ways in diverse contexts and countries. She 
DOVRDGGVWKDW\RXQJSHRSOH¶VULJKWVFDQQRWEHGHWDFKHGIURPWKHLUµVRFLDOHFRQRPLFDQGFXOWXUDO
FRQWH[WV¶DVWKHVHGLUHFWO\DIIHFWµWKHMXGJHPHQWRIZKDWLVLPSRUWDQWWRFKLOGUHQDQG\RXQJSHRSOH
DQGDOVRKRZFKLOGUHQ¶VYRLFHVDUHFRQVWUXFWHG¶+RUJDQ, 2016, p. 3).  
Beyond international legislation, Fleming (2010, p. 210) explains that there are four main 
reasons for using the PRM approach with young people: it causes researchers to always question 
the purpose of their study; it highlights power dynamics between researchers and participants: 
µDVNLQJLQZKRVHLQWHUHVWVLWLVEHLQJGRQH¶LELGLWHQFRXUDJHVUHVHDUFKHUVWRWKLQNDERXWKRZ
their work can change the lives of children and young people; and it allows researchers to 
potentially hDYHDPRUHULJRURXVXQGHUVWDQGLQJRIWKHFRQWH[WRIWKHLUVWXG\E\LQYROYLQJµ\RXQJ
SHRSOHDV³H[SHUWVE\H[SHULHQFH´¶LELG+ROODQGHWDODUJXHWKDWµSDUWLFLSDWRU\UHVHDUFK
can make a central contribution, in providing an ethical, epistemological and political framework 
DQGLQWKHSRWHQWLDOIRUULFK³ILQGLQJV´¶S350GRQRWDLPDWSURGXFLQJµEHWWHU¶GDWDEXW
rather focus on creating a more equal power distribution and the enrichment of the data and 
findings. 
From a methodological point of view, there are a wide continuum of understandings (see 
Hart, 1992) and ways of applying the participatory paradigm (Holland, Renold, Ross, & Hillman, 
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2010). Some researchers consider participatory studies as those in which young people and 
children have simply been invited to take part (ibid.). In contrast, others involve young people and 
children in the ethical approval, design, data collection, analysis, writing (e.g. Petrie, Fiorelli, & 
O'Donnell, 2006) as well as dissemination stages of the research. Because of the changing nature 
RI DFDGHPLD IRU LQVWDQFH IXQGLQJ ERGLHV¶ H[SHFWDWLRQV DQG WLPH FRQVWUDLQWV VHH -HIIUH\ DQG
Troman, 2004) it is becoming increasingly difficult to adopt a participatory approach during all 
stages of a study (Franks, 2011). It is particularly challenging to involve children and young people 
in the design, ethical approval, and analysis stages. Franks  VXJJHVWV D µSRFNHW RI
SDUWLFLSDWLRQ¶DSSURDFKZKHUHFKLOGUHQDQG\RXQJSHRSOHDUHFRQVXOWHGDVWRZKHQDQGKRZthey 
would like to engage in the study.  
Christensen (2004) notes that modern ethnographic research²in which participant 
observation is used²is fundamentally participatory because it involves a complex and constant 
negotiation of roles and power relationships between the researcher and the participants which do 
not necessarily fit the traditional adult-children power relationship. Cheney (2007, 2011) calls 
child-FHQWUHGHWKQRJUDSK\ DSDUWLFLSDWRU\ HWKQRJUDSK\ LQZKLFK WKHPDLQ FRQFHUQ LV µWR FUHDWH
spaces fRUPHDQLQJIXOSDUWLFLSDWLRQWRFKDOOHQJHEURDGHUVWUXFWXUHVRISRZHU¶&KHQH\S
167). Participatory ethnography is transformative (Cheney 2011), however, how this 
transformation occurs is part of the research process itself and the study, the researchers and the 
participants can be changed by it. This process of change might also underline the unpredictable 
nature of doing research with children and young people, which causes researchers to be more 
flexible and creative (Finlay et al., 2013). 
 In this article, we consider that a study is using PRM when it involves children and young 
people at different research stages and considers them as active participants. Doing so signifies 
that young participants are offered an opportunity to take ownership of the study (or of parts of it) 
through appropriate activities that can include, but are not limited to, talking, drawing, creating 
objects, playing, writing, taking pictures, leading visits, and many others depending on their 
interests. 
 
New Literacy Studies and PRM: A Brief Overview 
This section describes PRM in relation to the New Literacy Studies (NLS), as it is 
important to establish a genealogy of the use of the PRM approach in literacy studies in order to 
have a more comprehensive understanding of its affordances and relevance to the field. According 
to Barton (2001), the NLS was developed in response to purely cognitive conceptions of what is 
reading and writing in academia and in society. From a theoretical and methodological perspective, 
WKH 1/6 ZHUH LQVSLUHG E\ VHYHUDO WUDGLWLRQV VXUURXQGLQJ OLWHUDF\ VWXGLHV µWHDFKHU UHVHDUFK LQ
VFKRROV¶µFRPPXQLW\SXEOLVKLQJ¶µFRPPXQLW\GHYHORSPHQWDQGSRSXODUHGXFDWLRQ¶DVDVVRFLDWHG
ZLWK3DXOR)UHLUHIHPLQLVWVWXGLHVµRUDOKLVWRULDQV¶, and educational action research (Hamilton et 
al., 1992, p. 107).  
NLS researchers have used diverse approaches and methods to understand literacy 
practices from a sociocultural perspective. Historically, ethnography has been the preferred 
PHWKRGRORJ\3DSHQEHFDXVHLWDOORZVUHVHDUFKHUVWRUHSUHVHQWSDUWLFLSDQWV¶SHUVSHFWLYHV
in real-world settings and with a multi-method approach (Hamilton, 1999). However, ethnography, 
DV LW KDV WUDGLWLRQDOO\ EHHQ XQGHUVWRRG GRHV QRW µIXOO\ UHSUHVHQW WKH SHUVSHFWLYHV RI >WKH
HWKQRJUDSKHUV¶@LQIRUPDQWV¶LELGSDQGUHVHDUFKHUV¶SHUVSHFWLYHVLQJHQHUDODUHRIWHQPRUH
dominant than the pDUWLFLSDQWV¶This concern has been taken into account in different ways, and 
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some NLS researchers have addressed it with various approaches and methods. Hamilton et al. 
(1992) explain that:  
 
[p]articipatory research and action is the logical model for literacy work because of the 
philosophy behind the teaching and because learning literacy is about creating knowledge 
LQ )UHLUH¶V ZRUGV UHDGLQJ WKH ZRUOG VWUHQJWKHQLQJ YRLFHV WKDW KDYH EHHQ VLOHQFHG
(writing who you are) and telling others what you have discovered (reaching an audience). 
(ibid., p. 115) 
 
Later, Barton and Hamilton (1998, p. 5) further describe the PRM approach as 
µWUDQVIRUPDWLYH¶DQGµHPDQFLSDWRU\¶EXWWKH\GLVWLQJXLVKLWIURPDFWLRQUHVHDUFK7KH\H[SODLQWKDW
µ>F@UXFLDO WRDVRFLDODSSURDFK WR OLWHUDF\ LV WKHIDFW WKDWSHRSOHPDNHVHQVHRI LWDQG WKDW WKHLU
conceptions of the nature of reading and writing affect their learning and use. The collaborative 
PHWKRGRORJ\LVDORJLFDOH[WHQVLRQRIWKLVDSSURDFK¶LELGS,QRUGHUWRDFKLHYHWKHVHJRDOV, 
WKH\ GHYHORSHG D µFROODERUDWLYH HWKQRJUDSK\¶ ZKHUH WKH\ H[SORUHG GLIIHUHQW VWUDWHJLHV IRU
involving participants in the collection, decision making, analysis and interpretation of data 
(Barton & Hamilton, 2012; Hamilton, 1999). During the data collection phase, they invited 
participants to collect documents and take photographs of their daily life. They then further 
involved them by inviting participants to discuss and analyse different types of data: interview 
WUDQVFULSWVUHVHDUFKHUV¶SUHOLPLQDU\DQDO\VLVWKHPHV, DQGWRSUHSDUHDµSHQ-VNHWFKRIWKHPVHOYHV¶
(Barton & Hamilton, 2012, p. 66). Barton and Hamilton diversified the range of research methods 
in adult literacy studies, adding a collaborative dimension to the ethnographic approach used in 
earlier studies (see Heath, 1983; Street, 1984).  
More recent studies address the issue of participant involvement and use a variety of 
methods, such as photographs taken by participants themselves (Hodge & Jones, 2000), and 
OLWHUDF\GLDULHVNHSWE\SDUWLFLSDQWV0DUVK,QDSURMHFWFDOOHGµ/LWHUDFLHVIRU/HDUQLQJLQ
)XUWKHU(GXFDWLRQ¶/I/)(,YDQLþHWDOYDULRXVFUHDWLYHDQGSDUWLFLSDWRU\PHWKRGVZHUH
used in order to explore the role of literacy in the lives of college students (e.g. an icon mapping 
activity, clock activity, floor plan activity, and photographs). Mannion and his colleagues (2007) 
H[SODLQWKDWWKHVHPHWKRGVDUHDµXVHIXOZD\RIXQGHUVWDQGLQJWKHHPERGLHGVLWXDWHGDQGVSDWLDO
H[SHULHQFHRIWKHUHVSRQGHQW¶VZRUOG¶pp. 21±22). With traditional ethnography, these dimensions 
could be difficult to address, but as these examples show, there is a growing interest in 
understanding how literacies move across different contexts and spaces (Kell, 2006; 2011). One 
of the affordances of the PRM approach is that it can potentially give researchers an insight into 
these movements, and also into the ways people are reinterpreting literacies throughout time and 
across spaces.  
Within a sociocultural view of literacy, a few studies have used PRM to study the literacy 
practices of children and young people. The work of Pahl and Rowsell (2010, 2011RQµDUWLIDFWXDO
OLWHUDFLHV¶LVDJRRGH[DPSOHRILQQRYDWLYHPHWKRGVXVHGZLWKtoddlers, children, and teenagers. 
Pahl and Allan (2011) argue that participatory research contributes to building an understanding 
of literacy coming from young SHRSOH¶V SHUVSHFWLYHV 350 HQFRXUDJH WKH SDUWLFLSDQWV¶
involvement because they can construct and shape the methods that inform this vision (Pahl & 
Allan, 2011, p. 193). Abbot and Gillen (1999) also emphasise the relevance of involving children 
under the age of three during data collection and in later stages of research. They explain involving 
participants allows them to create occasions for knowledge co-construction and challenges 
traditional views of literacy. 
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A wide range of methods are used to involve participants in research and enable them to 
XQGHUWDNHWKHUROHRIµHWKQRJUDSKHUVRIWKHLURZQH[SHULHQFH¶,YDQLþHWDOS(YHQ
though different literacy studies have used several terminologies (e.g. collaborative research, 
democratic research, collaborative ethnography, etc.), they can all be situated under the umbrella 
of PRM. For example, Marsh (2004) set out an animation studio for four-year-old children in 
which they created animated films. Once the films were created, she discussed with the children 
their perceptions of digital compared to more traditional forms of literacy. Another example is the 
multi-method approach used by Clark (2005) and Clark and Moss (2011) that documented the 
narratives of five to seven-years-olds using digital technologies (Warren, 2008). We argue that 
these methods²without being framed as participatory²can be considered as PRM as they 
HQFRXUDJHFKLOGUHQ¶VDFWLYHSarticipation in research and have been described as µframeworks for 
listening¶ to young children (Clark & Moss, 2011). 
As mentioned earlier, through our literature review we have identified three themes that 
are currently debated in the NLS and PRM fields: 1) Domains of life and boundaries, 2) Giving a 
voice to children and young people, 3) Challenging dominant narratives. We present the literature 
review related to these three themes alongside our discussion of the data. Before presenting the 
themes, we introduce our two studies.  
 
Brief Overviews of the Two Studies 
The studies we refer to in this article were developed in two very distinctive contexts and 
involved participants of different age groups. 0DUJDULWD¶VVWXG\ZDVFRQGXFWHGZLWKFKLOGUHQLQ
&KLOHDQG9LUJLQLH¶VZLWK\RXQJpeople in Québec (Canada). Yet, our studies are linked by a 
shared concern for²and understanding of²how to conduct research in a way that breaks the 
imbalance in the distribution of power between the researcher and the participants. In both of our 
studies, this issue is especially relevant as we worked with children and young people facing 
economic and social difficulties. In these contexts, the use of PRM provided us the opportunity to 
involve the research participants in a respectful way which in turn impacted the richness of our 
GDWD)RUERWKVWXGLHV350ZHUHDWWKHFRUHRIWKHGDWDFROOHFWLRQSURFHVVDQGWKHSDUWLFLSDQWV¶
involvement was a concern that informed all the different stages of the research. 
Since they involved children and young people, both studies had to provide strict ethical 
protocols which were reviewed and accepted by FASS Research Ethics Committee at Lancaster 
University. The two studies also shared additional similarities, as they both required planning for 
fieldwork in a different country (Chile and Canada) from where we were based (UK). Both studies 
involved a lot of long distance travel and communication via emails with the selected field sites. 
Pseudonyms are used in this paper to protect the identities of the people and organisations 
referenced. As both studies were carried out in different languages (French and Spanish), verbatim 
translations are used in this article. 
In other respects, the two studies were carried out in highly contrasting contexts. For 
example, the participants in both studies belong to different age groups and cultural backgrounds, 
their experiences of schooling were dissimilar (e.g. still in school versus not attending school 
anymore), and they had contrasting relationships with their families and social networks (e.g. 
living with family members versus living on their own). Margarita¶VVWXG\ZDVFRQGXFWHGLQWZR
schools located in two different local government districts of Santiago, the capital of Chile. 
Margarita¶V VWXG\ IRFXVHV RQ XQGHUVWDQGLQJ WKH UROH RI OLWHUDF\ LQ VR FDOOHG µGLVDGYDQWDJHG
HQYLURQPHQWV¶DQGWKHLQWHUSOD\EHWZHHQKRPHDQGVFKRRO-based literacy practices and writing. 
Approaching the study of literacy from a social perspective, this research takes into consideration 
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social practices and beliefs related to reading and writing (Barton & Hamilton, 1998; Heath, 1983; 
Street, 1984). PRM methods were adopted in order to involve the community (parents, teachers 
and students) and understand their literacy beliefs and literacy practices. Data collection was 
carried out between August and December 2012 and the study participants were 7- to 10- year-old 
pupils 7KH UHVHDUFK GHVLJQ ZDV IUDPHG ZLWKLQ DQ µ([SODQDWRU\ 'HVLJQ-participant selection 
PRGHO¶&UHVZHOO3ODQR&ODUN*utman & Hanson, 2003). In the first stage, 228 children (in 6 
classes) were asked to write or draw on a topic of their choice and to answer a set of multiple-
choice questions on their beliefs about literacy and literacy practices. The second stage used PRM 
in a focussed case study involving 19 children and some of the adults involved in their literacy-
related activities at home and school. 
Virginie¶VVWXG\ZDVFRQGXFWHGLQWZRFRPPXQLW\-based organisations²here named Le 
%HUFDLODQG/¶(QYRO²in Québec, Canada. The main research aim was to understand the relations 
between the literacy practices used in community-based organisations and those of the young 
people who attended their activities. The community-based organisations participating in this 
study offered services to young people aged 16 to 30 who experienced difficulties in various areas 
of their lives such as employment, accommodation, family and social relationships, mental and 
physical health, and drug and alcohol consumption. The services offered varied from a youth 
shelter for runaways, supervised apartments, structured workshops, artistic and cultural activities 
(e.g. art gallery and theatre), to career and counselling services. Virginie¶V VWXG\ LQYROYHG WZR
main phases of data collection. The first was conducted in April-May 2012 and consisted of an 
intensive period of participant observation, focusing mainly on group activities. In addition, 21 
participants were interviewed individually (14 young people and 7 youth workers). The second 
phase took place in mid-April 2013 and involved five group workshops organised as a form of 
µPHPEHUUHIOHFWLRQ¶7UDF\ZLWKHLJKW\RXQJSHRSOHDQGVL[\RXWKZRUNHUV7KHPDMRULW\
of the participants who took part in the second phase also participated in the first one. 
 
Discussion of the Data 
In the following sections, we explore three key themes: 1) Domains of life and boundaries, 
2) Giving a voice to children and young people, and 3) Challenging dominant narratives. Our 
discussion of these themes intertwines elements of literature review with empirical data.  
 
Domains of Life and Boundaries 
6HYHUDOVWXGLHVKDYHGRFXPHQWHGFKLOGUHQ¶VDQG\RXQJSHRSOH¶VOLWHUDF\SUDFWLFHVDFURVV
different domains of life, generally across home and school (Heath, 1983; Cremin, Mottram, 
Collins, Powell, & Drury, 2014; González, Moll, & Amanti, 2005). These studies highlight a 
considerable mismatch between what young people from low socio-economic backgrounds are 
doing with literacy at home and the kind of practices used and valued at school. This type of study 
requires researchers to access the intimate lives of participants: visiting their homes, talking to 
their families, seeing personal artefacts, etc. By doing so, literacy researchers can understand how 
literacies move across different domains of life²what Kell (2011, p. FDOOV WKH µWUDI¿FRI
WH[WV¶²as well as how they are interpreted and used differently depending on the context. From a 
PRM perspective, accessing SDUWLFLSDQWV¶ private lives can represent an important challenge. What 
if the young people do not want to let us in? What if they do not want to show us everything?  
A youth worker in Virginie¶VVWXG\PHQWLRQHGWKDW\RXQJSHRSOHZRXOGUDUHO\VKRZKHU
their personal writing (such as personal diaries, poems, love letters, etc.). She said that these were 
OLNHDµYHU\YHU\VHFUHWJDUGHQ¶IRU\RXQJSHRSOH$QRWKHU\RXWKZRUNHULQWKHVDPHVWXG\DOVo 
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mentioned that if young people shared such texts it would be a clear sign that the youth worker 
had managed to create a strong relationship of trust with them. Christensen (2004, p. 172) explains 
WKHLPSRUWDQFHRIEHLQJµ³OHWLQ´RQVHFUHWVSDUWLFXODUJDPHVRU³GXELRXV´SUDFWLFHVE\FKLOGUHQ¶
during fieldwork. This requires spending time with the young people in order to build positive 
relationships with them.  
Margarita conducted home observations with children in Santiago, Chile. During these 
YLVLWVWKHFKLOGUHQEHFDPHJXLGHVWRWKHLUµRZQWHUULWRU\¶HJKRPHand backyard) and only some 
of the children allowed Margarita to visit their bedrooms. Prior to those visits, Margarita had spent 
time with the children in their classroom and had negotiated the terms of the visits with the children 
DQGWKHLUSDUHQWV7KLVHFKRHV&RDGDQGKHUFROOHDJXHV¶ZRUNDERXWKRPHREVHUYDWLRQV
They explain the importance of early engagement with the children before the home visit so that 
the children can feel listened to and considered: 
 
Giving the child free rein to lead the conversation means that all the authors of this article 
have been introduced to an array of pets, important toys or other pursuits such as computer 
games or videos. Although time consuming, it is important to convey to the child that 
their individual thoughts and experiences are valued before the more formal part of the 
interview is started and data are collected. (Coad, Gibson, Horstman, Milnes, Randall, & 
Carter, 2015, p. 436). 
 
The children in Margarita¶VVWXG\VKRZHGKHUDJUHDWYDULHW\RIEHORQJLQJVVXFKDVWR\V
computers, books, videos, magazines, etc. and anything they considered important (as exemplified 
by Figure 1). 
 
 
Figure 1%HUQDUGLWD¶VIDYRXULWHWR\V 
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While this sharing yielded information that did not necessarily contribute to the aim of the 
studyʊREVHUYLQJ KRPH OLWHUDF\ SUDFWLFHV²it showed that trust had been established and 
contributed to the solidification of 0DUJDULWD¶Vrelationship with the children.  
Conducting fieldwork on various sites also means that as researchers we are entering places 
ZLWKDGLIIHUHQWµVRFLDOJHRPHWU\RISRZHUDQGVLJQLILFDWLRQ¶0DVVH\, p. 3), that is to say 
where people have different roles, power relationships, experiences, perceptions, etc. This relates 
WRZKDW+RUJDQPHQWLRQVDERXWFRQWH[WVVKDSLQJFKLOGUHQ¶VDQG\RXQJSHRSOH¶VMXGJHPHQW
and voice (see also Spyrou, 2011). For example, when working with children contacted through 
the school system, Margarita took into consideration that the child might have felt pressured or 
obligated by the school to participate in the study. This issue was approached by giving the children 
enough autonomy and creating a safe space where the children were able to state their concerns or 
express their unwillingness to participate either in the full study or certain parts of it. Similarly, 
Virginie conducted research interviews with some young people in their flats, but always offered 
a public place as an alternative in case they felt uncomfortable with showing her their home.  
$FFHVVLQJFKLOGUHQ¶VDQG\RXQJSHRSOH¶VYDULRXVGRPDLQVRIOLIHFDQEHFKDOOHQJLQJEXW
RQFHDUHVHDUFKHUKDVDFFHVVWRWKH\RXQJSHRSOH¶VLQWLPDWHOLYHVKRZFDQWKH\PDNHVXUHWKDW
their voices are being heard? We suggest that it entails more than just letting them lead the visits 
or interviews; it requires truly engaging in dialogue.  
 
Giving a Voice to Children and Young People 
Hamilton (2012, p. 61) explains that the idea of giving voice to a group of people is used 
DVDµZD\RIWDONLQJDERXWSROLWLFDOSDUWLFLSDWLRQDQGSRZHUVKDULQJ¶3\HWWPHQWLRQVWKDW
WKHYRLFHVRIµYXOQHUDEOHRUPDUJLQDOLVHG¶JURXSVDUHJHQHUDOO\QRWKHDUGLQVRFLHW\DQGRIWHQWKH\
are given limited power during the research process. From our perspective, giving voice also 
implies offering opportunities for children and young people to talk about what is really important 
to them and to be listened to, not only by researchers but also by a larger audience that could 
include teachers, parents, policy-makers and others in positions of authority. From a literacy 
studies point of view, this signifies taking into account what young people and children consider 
important in terms of literacy in their everyday lives. The NLS has a long tradition of looking at 
everyday life literacy practices (for example, shopping lists, form filling, train timetables, etc.) and 
not only literacy practices that are valued at school or in the job market (Barton and Hamilton, 
1998; Papen, 2005).  
Central to the process of giving voice is to initiate a dialogue or a conversation with the 
young people. According to Christensen (2004), researchers have to understand and enter 
FKLOGUHQ¶V µFXOWXUHVRIFRPPXQLFDWLRQ¶ LQRUGHU WR create a fruitful dialogical research process. 
Similarly, Ulvik (2014) considers conversation as central to participation in research and suggests 
µWKUHHSRVVLEOH DQDO\WLFDO SHUVSHFWLYHVRQ WKH UHODWLRQEHWZHHQFRQYHUVDWLRQV DQGSDUWLFLSDWLRQ
conversations as means for participation, participation as a theme for conversations, and 
FRQYHUVDWLRQVDVDIRUPRISDUWLFLSDWLRQ¶ (p. 196).  
Dialogue and conversation were central to both of our studies. In the initial interview with 
each child, Margarita tried to make them feel at ease by validating and encouraging their opinions. 
At the end of the interview, she asked them to reflect on each of the research questions. By doing 
so, Margarita LQWHQGHGWRSURPRWHWKHFKLOGUHQ¶VYRLFHVLQWKHUHVHDUFK7KLVVWUDWHJ\Sroved to be 
fruitful as following the individual interviews, the children were visibly more confident. 
Throughout the study, Margarita sustained this dialogical process with the children in the formal 
research contexts and also through informal conversations carried out at school events or other 
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occasions. Margarita¶VXQGHUVWDQGLQJRIWKHFKLOGUHQ¶VFXOWXUHVRIFRPPXQLFDWLRQLQKHUVWXG\ZDV
facilitated by her knowledge of the context. Her own schooling experience was similar to that of 
the children participating in the study. She also grew up near one of the participating schools, 
ZKLFKDOVRLQIRUPHGKHUXQGHUVWDQGLQJRIWKHUHVHDUFKFRQWH[WDQGFKLOGUHQ¶VFXOWXUDOEDFNJURXQG
Yet, Margarita took into account the inherent imbalance of power between adult and child in a 
research context (West, 2007). 
Virginie¶V VWXG\ XVHG OLWHUDF\ DUWHIDFWV GXULQJ WKH LQWHUYLHZV ZLWK WKH \RXQJ SHRSOH
Virginie asked participants to bring an object related to their personal use of literacy. For example, 
some showed her a personal diary, a book, poems, a mobile phone, a tattoo, etc. The participants 
then explained what the object was and why it was significant to them. This method was inspired 
E\3DKODQG5RZVHOO¶VZRUNRQµDUWLIDFWXDOOLWHUDFLHV¶Pahl & Rowsell, 2010; Pahl, 2004). The use 
of literacy artefacts during the interviews provided a way of exploring what young people see as 
LPSRUWDQW LQ WHUPV RI OLWHUDF\ LQ WKHLU OLIH DQG WR HQWHU WKHLU µFXOWXUHV RI FRPPXQLFDWLRQ¶
(Christensen, 2004). This method was useful in both collecting rich data and in building better 
relationships with the participants. By talking around a literacy artefact, Virginie had the 
opportunity to better XQGHUVWDQGKRZ\RXQJSHRSOH¶VOLWHUDF\SUDFWLFHVHYolved through different 
spaces, time periods, and interactions with members of their social networks.  
2XU VWXGLHV FRQILUP WKDW OLWHUDF\ LV D WRSLF FORVHO\ DWWDFKHG WR SHRSOH¶V SHUFHSWLRQ RI
WKHPVHOYHV%DUWRQDQG+DPLOWRQLQWKHLUODQGPDUNVWXG\µLocal Literacies¶QRWHWKDWµ>W@KH
idea of reading and of being a reader was imbued with values, just as the idea of writing and being 
D ZULWHU ZDV¶  3DUWLFLSDQWV FRPSDUHG WKHPVHOYHV WR RWKHUV VD\LQJ WKDW WKH\ ZHUH µJRRG
UHDGHUV¶µDYLGUHDGHUV¶RUZHUHPRUHµGRHUVWKDQUHDGHUV¶LELG7KHVHSHUFHSWLRQVFDQEHGHHSO\
HQJUDLQHG LQSHRSOH¶VXQGHUVWDQGLQJRI WKHPVHOYHVDV OHDUQHUV VLQFH OLWHUDF\DQGHGXFDWLRQDUH
generally closely associated with one another (Papen, 2016). This relationship with literacy (or 
UDSSRUW j O¶pFULW, Besse, 1995) originates in early childhood and is subsequently shaped by 
SHRSOH¶VH[SHULHQFHDWVFKRROEXWDOVRLQRWKHUGRPDLQVRIOLIH(family, leisure, work, friends, etc.). 
It is also largely influenced by the dominant narratives about literacy skills and what counts as 
literacy in society.  
 
Challenging Dominant Narratives 
,QKHUERRNHQWLWOHGµLiteracy and the Politics of Representation¶+DPLOWRQ, p. 2) 
ORRNV DW KRZ µOLWHUDF\ LV LPDJLQHG DQG HPEHGGHG ZLWKLQ HYHU\GD\ SUDFWLFHV DQG KRZ LW LV
LPSOLFDWHG LQ WKH RUGHULQJ RI VRFLDO OLIH¶ 6KH XVHV WKH WHUP µQDUUDWLYH¶ WR UHIHU WR VWRULHV DQG
representations that people believe in and circulate about OLWHUDF\6KHH[SODLQVWKDWµ>V@RPHRI
these narratives are so familiar that it is difficult to get beyond them and the contradictions they 
embody to think in a fresh²perhaps more effective²way about the power of the written ZRUG¶
(ibid., p. 3). Papen (2016) mentions that the most common view of literacy is to consider it as a set 
of skills²knowing how to read and write²that must be acquired individually. This narrative is 
currently dominant in Western societies and is largely encouraged by large scale literacy surveys 
DQGWHVWVHJ3,6$DQG3,$$&WKDWFDWHJRULVHSHRSOHRQDµODGGHU¶EDVHGRQZKDWWKH\FDQQRW
do rather than what they can do with literacy (Tett, Hamilton, and Crowther, 2012, p. 2). The skills 
view of literacy is dominant in schools and, more often than not, teachers and learners also adopt 
(perhaps unconsciously) this perception. Hamilton (2012, p. xiii), reflecting on years of work in 
literacy studies mentions: 
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I have met the pervasive view of literacy coloniVHGE\HGXFDWLRQDVDVNLOOWREHµEDQNHG¶
LQ3DXOR)UHLUH¶VWHUPVDQGZRUNHGRYHUPDQ\\HDUVWRDUWLFXODWHDQDOWHUQDWLYHWKHRU\
of literacy as social practice. Once people become familiar with this theory, it changes 
perceptions and is welcomed by learners and teachers. But the ideas have to be explained 
to those outside of the field over and over again, so strong is the hold of the dominant 
discourse (the schooled literacy approach) on the contemporary imagination. (ibid.) 
 
This signifies that what young people and children consider important in terms of literacy 
in their lives is likely to be influenced by this dominant skills view perspective. This raises 
LPSRUWDQW LVVXHV IURP D 350 SHUVSHFWLYH KRZ FDQ ZH DV UHVHDUFKHUV DFFHVV \RXQJ SHRSOH¶V
µDXWKHQWLF YRLFHV¶ 6S\URX ? As NLS researchers, how can we present some alternative 
narratives to the dominant skills view of literacy without imposing such perspectives on the 
participants? 
Margarita had to face such a dilemma during her fieldwork. The children and their parents 
(or guardians) perceived school literacies as the standard of good practice at home. They 
discouraged any practices that were not related to school and relegated their understanding of 
learning to the school practices. In this sense, they challenged Margarita¶VYLVLRQRIOLWHUDF\ZKLFK
could be framed within a sociocultural approach). Margarita and the participants had to come to a 
common understanding of the meaning of literacy and the purposes of the study. The vast majority 
of the children expressed their opinions about preferring a more functional view of literacy (e.g. 
reading textbooks or completing school writing tasks) that only occasionally included a 
sociocultural understanding of it. In this context, the participatory dimension was a vital tool for 
the researcher in coping with this issue. By making the participants aware of the relevance of their 
everyday literacy practices (e.g. during home visits), they felt more accepting towards them. 
Margarita¶VGLVVHPLQDWLRQVWDJHLQFOXGHGDOHDIOHWWKDWSUHVHQWHGDFR-constructed view of literacy. 
The leaflet had a double purpose: to disseminate this understanding of literacy and provide 
JXLGDQFHDERXWKRZWRLPSURYHVWXGHQWV¶SHUIRUPDQFHZKLFKZDVUHODWHGWRWKHFKLOGUHQ¶VDQG
SDUHQWV¶ FRQFHUQV DQG WR HPSRZHU WKH FKLOGUHQ DQG SDUHQWV E\ YDOLGDWLQJ WKHLU SUDFWLFHV DQG
thoughts. This leaflet was distributed at the general annual school meeting. Margarita¶V VWXG\
worked as a bridge to promote a better understanding between the parents, the school, and the 
pupils.  
Another example of the negotiation of a co-constructed view of literacy can be found in 
Virginie¶VVWXG\6KH organized a workshop with the young people that aimed to map their literacy 
practices and to help them understand the literacies they associated with various dimensions of 
WKHLU OLYHV 7KLV VSHFLILF DFWLYLW\ ZDV VWURQJO\ LQVSLUHG E\ WKH /I/)( SURMHFW DQG WKHLU µ,FRQ
0DSSLQJ([HUFLVH¶,YDQLþHWDO0DQQLRn & Miller, 2005). The young people were divided 
into small groups of two or three. The groups received a pile of images representing different 
literacies. They were then asked to classify the pictures according to the different domains of their 
lives with which they associated the images. Virginie encouraged the young people to draw their 
own lines between the different domains of their lives. They were free to use any wording they 
wanted to describe these domains. Figure 2 shows a map created by three young men at 
/¶(QYROʊ&pGULFJacques and Richard. 
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Figure 2. Literacies and domains of life according to Cédric, Jacques, and Richard 
 
After these activities, the young people were invited to analyse their map and to draw some 
conclusions about it. Virginie and the young people then turned to the theory, discussing some of 
the concepts (for instance, literacy practicesLQDPRUHLQIRUPDOZD\7KH\RXQJSHRSOH¶VDQDO\VLV
ZDVYHU\ULFKDQGLQWHUHVWLQJ)RUH[DPSOH&pGULFH[SODLQHGWKDWµOLWHUDF\ LVPDLQO\D IRUPRI
FRPPXQLFDWLRQ¶, even in the case of tattoos. He observed that, depending on the context, people 
will use aQGYDOXHOLWHUDF\GLIIHUHQWO\&pGULFDGGHG³/LWHUDF\LVSUHVHQWLQDOOWKHGRPDLQVRI\RXU
OLIHDQGWKLVZKRHYHU\RXDUH´7KLVPDGHKLPZRQGHUDERXWµLOOLWHUDWH¶³analphabètes´SHRSOH
and how they can cope with literacy demands in their everyday lives. Despite the fact that the 
\RXQJSHRSOH¶VDQDO\VLVKLJKOLJKWHGWKHLPSRUWDQFHRIWKHVRFLDOQDWXUHRIOLWHUDF\DVNLOOVYLHZ
of literacy was also present in their narratives. Some young people categorised most of the cards 
XQGHUWKHµVFKRRO¶GRPDLQThey were also surprised about some of the cards distributed at the 
beginning of the activity (e.g. tattoos) and did not understand how or why they were related to 
literacies. Virginie¶V cards influenced their analyses and guided them toward a more sociocultural 
understanding. TKHFRPPHQWPDGHE\&pGULFDERXWµLOOLWHUDWHV¶PLJKWDOVRVXJJHVWWKDWOLWHUDF\
was conceived as a set of skills that one has or does not have. This suggests that tKH\RXQJSHRSOH¶V
representations of literacy, prior to the activity, were primarily influenced by DµVFKRROHGOLWHUDF\
DSSURDFK¶+DPLOWRQ, p. xiii). 
In light of our research experiences, it is important to also take on board these more 
functional perspectives of literacy and not to look down on them in a judgmental way. As explained 
in the example taken from Margarita¶Vstudy above, a dialogical process needs to be undertaken in 
order to negotiate a co-constructed view of literacy which also includeVWKHSDUWLFLSDQW¶VFRQFHUQV
PRM can be used, as in Virginie¶VH[DPSOHWRSUHVHQWDEURDGHUYLHZRIOLWHUDF\ZKLFKFDQRSHQ
XSDOWHUQDWLYHQDUUDWLYHVDERXWOLWHUDF\DQGLWVLPSRUWDQFHLQ\RXQJSHRSOH¶VHYHU\GD\OLYHV)URP
our point of view, a concern that underpins NLS work is to make sure that people, and in this case 
children and young people, do not come to think that they are not readers, writers, and more 
generally good learners because their literacy practices are different from those at school. PRM 
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DOORZ1/6WRSUHVHQWDOWHUQDWLYHQDUUDWLYHVZKLOHFRQVLGHULQJFKLOGUHQ¶VDQG\RXQJSHRSOH¶VSOXUDO
perspectives on literacy.  
 
Conclusion 
Involving participants in research is an important concern for NLS researchers, and this 
paper has shown that participatory methods can be used in various positive ways, using different 
terminology and strategies. We argue that there is a need to be more explicit about using a 
participatory stance in order to put forward the participatory dimension of literacy studies. This 
paper argues that even though several terminologies (e.g. collaborative research, democratic 
research, collaborative ethnography) have been used in literacy studies they can all be situated 
under the umbrella of PRM. PRM are suitable to support literacy studies since they allow 
participants to explore different narratives about literacy. This is particularly relevant considering 
that a skills view of literacy still prevails in schools and in society in general, especially in 
discourses about people from so-FDOOHGµGLVDGYDQWDJHG¶EDFNJURXQGV%\XVLQJ350UHVHDUFKHUV
can support participants in the appropriation of an alternative and potentially empowering view of 
literacy.  
Politically and epistemologically speaking, PRM can contribute to giving a voice to people 
who are not usually represented in public narratives. Public and policy narratives about children 
DQG\RXQJSHRSOHIURPVRFDOOHGµGLVDGYDQWDJHG¶EDFNJURXQGVIUHTXHQtly make assumptions about 
WKHVH \RXQJ SHRSOH¶V OLYHV SUREOHPV DQG VNLOOV HVSHFLDOO\ OLWHUDF\ RU ODQJXDJH-related ones 
(Hajisoteriou & Angelides, 2015). PRM can offer possibilities to counteract these disempowering 
discourses and highlight FKLOGUHQ¶VDQG\RXQJSHRSOH¶Vreal literacy needs and uses of literacy. 
7KLVDOVRUHODWHVWR+DPLOWRQHWDO¶VXQGHUVWDQGLQJRIWKH350XVHGLQWKHLUHDUO\ZRUN
)RUWKHPWKHVHPHWKRGVZHUHZD\VRIµUHFODLPLQJYRLFHEUHDNLQJVLOHQFHʊDOORZLQJSHUVSHFWLYHV
expeULHQFHVWREHVSRNHQDQGKHDUGWKDWKDYHQRWEHHQSUHVHQWLQWUDGLWLRQDOUHVHDUFK¶LELG, p. 
113). We suggest that PRM also allow participants to position their perceptions, interests and 
practices right at the centre of the study. In this sense, the role of the researcher is to facilitate, 
guide, provide tools and support the participants throughout the research in order to give them a 
voice. 
Also, from our experiences, we believe that PRM help in building meaningful 
relationships. As illustrated by the descriptions of PRM used in our studies, participants felt 
considered and respected. Some participants directly mentioned to us that they appreciated the way 
WKH VWXGLHV ZHUH FRQGXFWHGʊVSHFLILFDOO\ WKH IDFW WKDW WKHLU contributions were taken into 
consideration. Striving for respectful and equalitarian relationships in research is even more 
important while working with children and young people. Fleming (2010, p. 215) notes that power 
UHODWLRQVKLSVWHQGWREHµVXSHULPSRVHG¶E\UHVHDUFKHUVRQWRSDUWLFLSDQWVand also from adults to 
young people. We also believe that power relationships can be emphasized by the precarious 
situations the children and young people were experiencing. PRM have the potential to counteract 
this unbalanced distribution of power.  
As part of our reflections as researchers using PRM, we understand that engaging in a 
dialogical research process means acknowledging and respecting that some participants might not 
be interested in engaging in the same way as we planned and hoped they would. We acknowledge 
ZKDW)LQOD\HWDOSFDOOWKHµXQSUHGLFWDELOLW\RIHWKQRJUDSKLFUHVHDUFKZLWK\RXQJ
SHRSOH¶, meaning that researchers have to be willing to modify their research design in order to 
DGGUHVV SDUWLFLSDQWV¶ QHHGV DQG WDNH LQWR FRQVideration their inputs. In our respective research 
projects, we both experienced situations during which we had to adapt ourselves to the needs 
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expressed by the participants. By allowing participants to shape the research according to their 
own interests, we hope that they were able to take ownership of it. Certainly, it is difficult to claim 
that our studies totally empowered the participants, and we are not assuming this. Yet, we suggest 
that PRM have contributed to creating a more balanced distribution of power within the studies 
and also encouraged the participants to value their literacy practices.  
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